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Experiences of Hosting Asylum Seekers in Maine
Jordan Zema, Eric Lutz, Assistant Professor Rachel Casey
School of Social Work, University of Southern Maine, Portland, Maine

Introduction

Results

In the summer of 2019, many asylum seekers
arrived in Portland, Maine. In a unique community
coordinated response, local organizations created a
hosting program to temporarily place asylees with
local host families. Scant literature describes the
hosting experiences in host countries. Collaborating with Maine Immigrants' Rights Coalition (MIRC),
we conducted a phenomenological study to
understand the hosting experience.

Most respondents found it rewarding to help others in need.
Highlighted here, hosts express deep gratitude for their guests,
providers, and shared humanity, and describe challenges.

“The phrase ‘We’re building the plane while ﬂying it’ seemed to sum
up what was happening and now that we’ve been through it we’ll be
better prepared for hosting in the future.”

Gratitude for New Relationships

“We adored the family who came to live with us, but the reality is that
we had very little support for case management, and we were very
quickly in "over our heads" with time and eﬀorts to ﬁgure things out.”

Research Question
What are the experiences of host families in a
transitional homestay program for asylum seekers in
the Greater Portland area?

Methods
We collected data from 28 host families through
an anonymous online survey. Survey questions were
grouped in the following parent topics:
○
○
○
○

Overall hosting experience
Host relationship with guests and cultural broker
Agency support
Feedback towards future hosting eﬀorts

To capture unique and common experiences and
perspectives, we applied content and thematic
analysis to each question and to each host’s
experience as a whole. Reliability of coding was
assessed by measuring consistency between
coders in a validation dataset. Agreement ranged
between 80% and 100%, meeting published
1
thresholds.
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Challenges

“We don't think of her as a “guest” any longer, but a part of our family. We have a
profound sense of gratitude towards being able to have this lovely person in our
lives, and it has changed us (and our family) in so many positive ways.”
"The father jokingly call[s] us Mom and Dad. I was very touched that they named
their new daughter after me..."
“the best moment was when I ﬁnally saw the mom we hosted smile - it took a
couple weeks. It was also great to see the boy we hosted really connect with my
daughters as friends.”

Gratitude for Social Supports
“And I came to appreciate GREATLY the work that various agencies and individuals
are doing to assist these asylum seekers. They are heroes.”
“When cultural brokers were available they were extraordinarily helpful and often
provided translation support.”

Shared Humanity
“So many [rewards] — days of laughter, the opportunity to balance the evil felt by
our [guest] family with a message of support and encouragement.”
“I learned about the fear, pain, and worry about raising children in an unhealthy
and violent environment, the importance of safety and security above comfort, the
drive and perseverance to ensure those needs are met, the universal challenges of
teenagers (!!), the unexpected blows to ego from being uprooted and placed in a
foreign culture, and the shared values and characteristics we have across borders.
I also learned that I carry perceptions and judgments that need to change; I will
never see another immigrant in the same way.”
“[We learned] that we certainly have a sheltered life. That there are wonderful
people everywhere, and that we as humans have so much more in common than
we think.”
“I gained lifelong friends, whom we now consider to be family... I learned an
immense amount about the immigrant community in general and African
immigrants in particular. This experience also stretched me as a person, requiring
daily assistance, deep introspection about my involvement, and collective patience
and humor. I came to love my neighbors and community for their overwhelming
grace and support. It truly took a village!”
“To date, we live in the present, solving everyday challenges with them… We
admire them very much. They are intelligent, optimistic, fastidious, appreciative,
and reliable.”

Discussion
● Hosts discovered personal growth through their
extraordinary involvement in pioneering this
community-based hosting program.
● Interpersonal skills and a willingness to be ﬂexible
enabled hosts to build meaningful relationships
and have rewarding experiences.
● Overall most hosts had positive experiences. They
were also challenged by supporting guests while
unexpectedly ﬁlling the role of de facto case
worker. Based on hosts experiences and
recommendations, future hosts may beneﬁt from:
○ A stronger support network of case workers,
cultural brokers, translators, drivers, etc.
○ A comprehensive resource guide
○ Clearer expectations/responsibilities of host,
guest, and provider roles, deﬁned by MIRC
○ An introductory meeting with guest, facilitated
by their case manager or cultural broker
○ Scheduled check-ins with support staﬀ

Conclusion
Hosts revealed rich insights into their shared
humanity with the asylum seekers they came to
know through weeks or months of hosting. The
experiences of hosts elucidate the resilience,
resourcefulness, and humanity of communities and
2
asylum seekers.
In conclusion, two hosts reﬂected:
“Whatever qualms you have, you will love hosting! It will change the
way you think about the people in your community.

“It may not feel like it during the hosting, but providing a safe home to
those who [have] been through some really awful experiences, is good
for the soul.”
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